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Field Crops Newsletter:

June 8, 2000

In General:
We can be thankful for the rains that have allowed us to get this far into the season with fairly good
moisture supplies. This has been my primary concern since planting, and it continues to be since the reservoir of
soil moisture is still very limited. Reports from the southern part of the state are very depressing; much of the corn
crop there is already stressed so badly that yields will be greatly reduced. Drought watch maps from the USGS still
show our area as a “red” zone which indicates rainfall well below the norm. The Palmer Index generated by NOAA
shows our area as “slightly dry”, and I feel this is an accurate assessment at this time.
The rains we received last weekend fell very slowly over most of the area, allowing for maximum
infiltration of the water. One farmer told me the one-inch rain he received was as effective as most three inch rains,
and I believe he is correct because with most heavy rainfall events a large portion of the water goes down the ditch
rather than into the soil. The bottom line is that we will need more or these rains to keep the crop going. Those who
can irrigate should aggressively maintain soil moisture as insurance against getting behind during peak moisture use
periods that will be here for corn and soybeans in about two weeks, and for cotton in about three weeks. Try to have
the moisture in the soil when the plant needs it rather than trying to play catch-up. That’s enough about rain; we
have to plan on the positive side so let’s talk about some other things.
Cotton:

Most of the fields I have seen look very good, some even exceptional. We have had some great cotton
weather, with temperatures in the optimal range for plant development. This is prime square-setting weather.
Square retention varies a lot around the area, with some great looking plants only holding 40 to 50 percent while
others are retaining 90 percent or more. A lot of things influence this of course, including nitrogen rate, variety,
PGR management, insect control, and others, but something you might expect me to notice is that the no-till cotton
is retaining more squares. I’m not dreaming about this; I have seen this before.
The idea that no-till cotton is setting more squares right now does not mean it will necessarily yield more,
but it’s a good start in that direction. It does mean that the no-till will mature and reach the five nodes above white
bloom stage sooner, and that expensive insecticide applications may be avoided.
Insect trap counts around the area are picking up already, as we might expect following the relatively mild
winter. Budworm moths were in general more numerous last week than bollworm moths by about a three to one
ratio. This is in a way good news for those who went heavy on Bt varieties. The one thing that worries me is that
beet armyworm moths are showing up in fairly high numbers; this we do not need. Keep a close watch on this, and I
will try to pass along more information as I get it.
Just in case it has slipped your mind, Staple herbicide should not be applied within 24 hours before or after
a malathion application. Stay in touch with your eradication program field supervisor and make sure he knows that
you have used Staple if an application of malathion is to be made on your farm.
Start scouting closely for Heliothine (bollworm or budworm) eggs and beet armyworm eggs in terminals of
young cotton plants. Check for plant bugs, preferably with a net if plants are tough enough to sweep. For younger
cotton check early and late in the day by walking and looking at terminals. Host plants other than cotton are
maturing now, and the bugs are moving to cotton.
As a way of conserving moisture, cultivate as little as possible. The old saying that plowing makes
moisture rise may at times seem to be true, but this year there is very little moisture down there to rise, and this idea
has no basis in soil physics anyway.
We have had some problems managing Roundup this year. This material has shown that it is much more
capable of moving around in large areas than we had thought. This fact will probably push us toward planting
almost all fields to RR varieties in the future. There are some sad looking fields scattered around the area, and I
don’t feel very good about their being able to recover in time to make a normal crop. If you are still applying
Roundup, please use every precaution possible to prevent this problem, else we will probably be facing tighter
regulations for Roundup applications.

Corn:

Considering the shaky start the corn crop had, it looks pretty good. Some of the very early-planted fields
are in tassel now, and will be in peak water demand in just a few days. Fertility and weed control are looking pretty
good, although I have seen a few fields with morninglory levels that concern me. In most cases there is very little
we can do about this now; some of these fields may need a harvest aid before the combine.
We need to start checking fields for southwestern corn borers. My trap counts have dropped off, but the
fact that we caught quite a few moths about three weeks ago suggests the possibility of some fields being affected,
particularly where corn has been grown for more than one year.
There have been reports of serious chinch bug damage in some areas. I have seen some heavy infestations
in the northern part of Holmes County, but the rain has held them in check so far. Should we return to drought stress
in the next few days, this problem may become more widespread, particularly in younger corn. Where you find
colonies of chinch bugs feeding on johnsongrass around fields, try to control them before they move to fields.
Karate, Asana, Lorsban, and Sevin are recommended for use in controlling chinch bugs.
If you can irrigate, you need to stay ahead of water demand since soil moisture supplies are still low. Start
watering a little sooner than you normally do as insurance against getting behind.
Soybeans:
Acreage is down this year, but soybeans are looking very good. Plants are developing very good root
systems, and this may be a real plus if the drought continues.
I have noted high numbers of three cornered alfalfa leafhoppers in some fields, and have recommended
control measures for some fields. This insect can be very destructive, girdling plants that will break over easily in
high winds. This damage also reduces the plant’s ability to move water and nutrients up the stem. Karate, Asana,
Scout, and methyl parathion are recommended for this pest.
As I may have mentioned before, Extension Soybean Specialist Dr. Alan Blaine has commented to me
several times that stinkbugs seem to be causing more damage to soybean yields than we have believed in the past.
This idea was arrived at in the SMART program by noticing that fields showing stinkbug levels below the
recognized threshold yielded higher when an insecticide was applied. We need to start watching this insect more
closely.
Worker Protection:
Just a word to the wise; get your act together on this as best you can. Most suppliers have the essentials to
comply with the regulations, so go ahead and start doing at least the basics by posting warning signs on field
entrances, setting up your bulletin board with the required information, and making sure your workers know what is
expected of them. Above all, make protective clothing items available to your workers when they are applying
materials which specify the use of protective clothing on the label.
In Summary:
I have probably talked too much about drought and moisture in this letter, but I can’t avoid being concerned
about it with stories of severe crop damage coming in every few days. We have a really beautiful crop out there
right now, and I would really like to see it reach the potential it now shows. In truth, however, we will have to deal
with whatever comes in the best way we know. Hopefully when you get the next issue of this letter we will still be
looking at a crop with good prospects; let’s just do the best we can and hope the Lord takes care of the rest.
We probably have some very hot weather coming; please keep your health in mind as you go about your
work every day. Make sure you and your workers have plenty of drinking water.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

